Most of us have cause to be grateful for the massive reductions in infant mortality and deaths from infectious diseases that have occurred in Western societies during this century. However even these seemingly unequivocal bene®ts of industrialisation and prosperity create their own new problems of healthcare and social provision, and they raise new challenges of disease prevention. For the present at least, the major causes of morbidity and mortality in the west are those of old age, principally cardiovascular disease, cerebrovascular disease and cancer. These conditions have a complex aetiology, partly environmental in origin, and over the last twenty years or so there has been a growing recognition that dietary factors are of major importance. This has stimulated interest in both public health nutrition and in chemoprevention, through which, it is hoped, health may be extended further into old age. The`antioxidant hypothesis' seeks to explain much of the pathophysiology of vascular disease and neoplasia in terms of free-radical mediated damage to cells and tissues, and it is currently amongst the most in¯uential, though still largely unproven, approaches to the problems of agerelated disease.
The editor of this volume, Dr HS Garewal, is both a clinician and researcher. In his preface to the book, Dr Garewal identi®es the need for a broad introduction to the antioxidant hypothesis, covering many different disease states, and appealing to researchers, to physicians and other health professionals, and to students. The result, which forms part of the CRC Series in Modern Nutrition, is a collection of overviews by senior researchers and specialists which are, in effect,`snapshots' of current knowledge, designed to broaden the perspectives of specialists in particular areas of antioxidant research and to serve as`stepping stones' toward additional reading and future research ®ndings. In his preface the editor points out that one of the principal reasons for the extraordinary degree of interest which antioxidants have generated is their almost complete lack of harmful side-effects. This may be true, but advocates of mass dietary change, food supplementation or chemoprevention need to be very certain of the long-term safety of the measures which they seek to encourage. In this context the opening chapter on`The Safety of b-carotene and the antioxidant vitamins C and E' by Prof A Diplock provides a valuable review of the subject. In particular it tackles head-on the problems raised by the apparently adverse effects of b-carotene observed in smokers in the recent intervention studies with antioxidant vitamins conducted in Finland and the USA. The author gives a frank but balanced assessment of the implications of the work, and of the problems of applying the philosophy and techniques of clinical trials to nutrition research.
The book continues with two chapters on`Antioxidants and immune function' and more speci®cally`Antioxidants and AIDS'. These are short primers on the topics rather than exhaustive reviews, but they provide a useful introduction to an area of research which is complex and poorly understood. Chapters 5±8 deal with the more conventional topic of antioxidants and cancer prevention. The epidemiological aspects are reviewed in detail by Dr J Maclarty, who again openly acknowledges the dif®culties of deriving conclusions about the ef®cacy of particular compounds from epidemiological studies based on consumption of complex diets which are rich in biologically active components, many of which may function as anticarcinogens through mechanisms not involving inhibition of free-radical mediated damage. The other chapters in this group deal with lung cancer and cancer of the oral cavity respectively, and with the emerging evidence for a substantial anticarcinogenic effect of selenium. Chapters 9 and 10 deal with the second major area of western disease for which it is hoped that antioxidants offer a reduction in risk, that of cardiovascular disease. Both chapters are relatively short but they provide succinct reviews of the effects of antioxidants on LDL oxidation, and of the epidemiological evidence for a bene®cial effect against disease risk, respectively. The book concludes with an interesting and fairly detailed account of the relationship between antioxidants and the prevention of age-related eye disease. This is a relatively short book but it contains around 1000 references, and it succeeds in bringing together a group of disparate but complex and inter-related issues in an attractive and readily accessible format. It will serve well to inform the student and technically literate general reader, and to broaden the perspectives of the specialist looking beyond his or her particular interest in the diverse and rapidly developing ®eld of antioxidant research.
